Alumni: Among the Exceptional by McNally, Mary
20  sPrING 2012 












   
  












   
 
 

















   
  
   
  




   
  





TO BE CrEATIVE LIkE
CrAZY. wE’rE GOING
TO LEArN hOw TO
sOLVE PrOBLEMs, ANd
IF ThEY GET kNOCkEd
dOwN, wE’rE GOING
TO GET BACk UP – ANd
ThEY kNOw I’M rIGhT
ThErE wITh ThEM.’ 
AMONG ThE
b y  m a r y  m c n a l l y  ExCEPTIONAL 
white houSe nameS alumna rebecca mieliwocki
the national teacher oF the year 
out of More tHan 4 Million teaCHerS in the u.S.
and it’s territories and military bases around the globe, a Cal 
Poly alumna is this year’s national teacher of the year. 
and rebecca Mieliwocki (B.a., Speech Communication,
1990) credits Cal Poly’s learn By Doing education for helping 
her attain her professional success.“it guides every assignment
i give and every decision i make as a teacher,” she said. 
Mieliwocki was chosen for the national honor in late april 
from a group of four finalists. She received the award at an 
april 24 ceremony at the White House, where she was recog­
nized by President Barack obama. 
Mileiwocki (pronounced like the city in Wisconsin) teaches
seventh-grade english at luther Burbank Middle School in Bur-
bank, Calif. Her fellow teachers first nominated her as the teacher
of the year there last year. in subsequent district and state compe­
titions, she went through intense screening that included person­
al interviews and nine essays on subjects such as current issues
and trends in education, her philosophy of teaching, community
involvement, and a typical day in her classroom.
Her essays all featured real stories of her students’ successes
or hardships.What shone through, she thinks, is that she doesn’t
give up on her students.“We’re going to laugh.We’re going to be
creative like crazy. We’re going to learn how to solve problems,”
she said.“and if they get knocked down, we’re going to get back
up – and they know i’m right there with them.” 
Her essays outlined a creative approach to teaching that in­
volves encouraging her students to try their hand at filmmak­
ing and playwriting and leading field trips to science centers,
aquariums, museums, historical neighborhoods and a variety
of arts events.
When leaving her classroom, she wrote, her students
“know that learning is exciting and strong communica­
tion skills will help them make the most of their lives. they
rebecca Mieliwocki speaks to her students at
Luther Burbank Middle school. (Photo by Rob Kinnan) 
leave able to write clearly and compellingly about what they
believe. they know life will throw them many curveballs,
but they have all the tools they need to handle them. they
leave loving to read and knowing that the great mysteries of
life can be answered through close and careful study of the
written word.” 
Mieliwocki was selected as California’s teacher of the
year in november. She was set to receive word about the
national honor just as Cal Poly Magazine was going to press
this spring. 
“learn by Doing resonates within me,” she said, “and it’s is 
part of the model for how i seek to educate my students.”
as she designs assignments for her students, she asks her­
self what she wants them to learn and, more importantly, what 
she will ask them to do with the knowledge. 
“Whatever knowledge i gained at Cal Poly,” she said, “i was 
expected to do something with it – to use that information to 
perform or lead or solve problems.” 
learn by Doing is not only the north Star of her teaching phi­
losophy, she said, it also gave her a head start as a professional
“The things that most people do in the first five years on the job,
we did while we were at Cal Poly. i left campus accelerated.” 
that’s why she hopes her own son, Davis, age 11, will at­
tend Cal Poly in the future and continue a family legacy
that includes her father, William lipschultz (M.S., educa­
tion, 1977) and husband Duane Mieliwocki (B.S., applied
art and Design, 1989), a camera operator on the hit fox tv
series “glee.” 
two decades after graduating, Mieliwocki said she still 
maintains many relationships that began at Cal Poly. 
“i’m so proud of every single person who comes out of Cal 
Poly,” she said, “They are doing amazing work that matters.
We’re good people.” 
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